
FRENCH STEEL ORMOLU BRONZE AND PORPHYRY BUST OF LOUIS XV
A FINE FRENCH STEEL ORMOLU BRONZE AND PORPHYRY BUST OF LOUIS XV 

ATTRIBUTED TO PIERRE-LOUIS AGIS (1752 - 1828) A FRENCH SCULPTOR WORKING IN 
RUSSIA 

EARLY 19TH CENTURY
SIZE: 25.5CM HIGH - 10 INS HIGH (OVERALL) / BASE: 11.5CM SQUARE - 4½ INS SQUARE

 
LITERATURE

CF: A TULA IMPERIAL WORKSHOP CHESS SET OF THE 1780’S IN THE HERMITAGE COLLECTION, ST PETERSBURG WITH
PRANCING HORSES FOR KNIGHTS AS AN EXAMPLE OF FIGURAL STEEL WORK

A MENNECY PORCELAIN BUST OF LOUIS XV CIRCA 1755 OF THE SAME STYLE AND MODELLING IN THE J. PAUL GETTY
MUSUEM, USA (84. DE. 46) 

CATHERINE THE GREAT (1729 - 1796) OF RUSSIA WAS ONE OF 18TH CENTURY EUROPE’S MOST PASSIONATE
COLLECTORS AND UNDER HER RULE RUSSIA PLAYED AN IMPORTANT PART IN EUROPEAN AFFAIRS. HER COLLECTION
INCLUDED HUNDREDS OF UNIQUE WORKS BY FOREIGN CRAFTSMEN AND THE RUSSIAN MASTERS OF CRAFT IN THE
IMPERIAL LAPIDARY WORKS, BOTH AT PETERHOF AND EKATERINBURG, THE IMPERIAL PORCELAIN FACTORY AND THE
TULA STEEL MANUFACTORY ALL WISHED TO SUCCESSFULLY COMPETE WITH THE MASTERPIECES OF EUROPEAN ART

DISPLAYED IN THE PALACES. 
THE EMPRESS VISITED THE TULA WORKSHOPS TWICE, FIRST IN 1775 AND AGAIN IN 1787, AND SHE PERSONALLY

ENCOURAGED HER PERSONAL CIRCLE TO PURCHASE WORKS EITHER DIRECTLY OR FROM THEIR ANNUAL MAY FAIR
HELD IN SOFIA NEAR HER FAVOURITE COUNTRY RESIDENCE TSARSKÍ¶E SELO. IN 1785 SHE SENT TWO EXPERIENCED

STEELWORKERS FROM THE TULA ARMOURY FACTORY, REPUTED TO BE THE BEST, ALEXEY SURNIN AND ANDREY
LEONTYEV, TO ENGLAND IN ORDER TO STUDY DIFFERENT PRODUCTS AND BROADEN THEIR CREATIVE OUTLOOK.

LEONTYEV WAS SO HIGHLY REGARDED THAT HE RECEIVED AN OFFER OF 200 GUINEAS A YEAR TO REMAIN AND WORK IN



ENGLAND, BUT HE REFUSED IN ORDER TO RETURN TO HIS NATIVE TULA. 
SINCE 1712 WHEN PETER I OFFICIALLY FOUNDED THE TULA ARMOURY THE MASTERS HAD ENJOYED THE PATRONAGE OF
THE ROYAL COURT PRODUCING BOTH LARGE GOVERNMENT COMMISSIONS AND INDIVIDUAL ITEMS AS DIPLOMATIC GIFTS.
THE FRENCH CHARGÉ D’AFFAIRES CHEVALIER DE CORBERON WROTE IN HIS DIARY FOR 7TH NOVEMBER 1775: ‘WE WENT

TO DINE AT COUNT POTEMKIN’S. HE SHOWED US FINE STEEL OBJECTS FROM TULA WHICH ARE OF RARE BEAUTY FOR
THE QUALITY OF STEEL, GILDING AND FINE DECORATION’. (MEMOIRES OF THE CHEVALIER DE CORBERON 1901 VOL: I

P.106) ANOTHER FRENCHMAN THE COMTE DE SÉGUR, AMBASSADOR TO RUSSIA FROM 1785 OBSERVED IN HIS MEMOIRS:
‘THIS TOWN TULA HAS BEEN KNOWN FOR SOME TIME FOR ITS MANUFACTURE OF ARMS. IT SUPPLIES THE WHOLE OF THE
RUSSIAN ARMY. THEY ALSO MAKE WORKS OF ART IN STEEL, AND THIS BRANCH OF THE INDUSTRY, WHICH IS PROMOTED

BY CATHERINE, HAS REACHED SUCH A DEGREE OF PERFECTION THAT THEY COULD ALMOST RIVAL THE ENGLISH
MANUFACTURES. HER MAJESTY GAVE EACH ONE OF US A PRESENT OF A FEW PIECES OF THE TULA MANUFACTURE,

WHICH WERE MOST FINELY WORKED’.
MANY DISCOVERIES OF HARD STONES WERE MADE IN LATE 18TH CENTURY RUSSIA AND IN 1786 IN THE ALTAI MOUNTAINS

IN FISSURES BESIDE THE RIVER KORGAN, THE GEOLOGISTS PIOTR IVANOVITCH SHANGIN (1743 - 1808) DISCOVERED
PORPHYRY IN AN EXTRAORDINARY RANGE OF COLOURS, VIOLET GREY, RED, PALE BLUE, BLACK AND DARK GREEN. THE

DISCOVERY OF THESE DEPOSITS AND OTHERS WERE FINANCED AND ORGANISED BY THE IMPERIAL ADMINISTRATION
AND UNDERTAKEN BY SCIENTIFIC EXPEDITIONS. THESE COSTLY VENTURES WERE CONSIDERED A MATTER OF RUSSIAN

PRESTIGE AS THE DISCOVERIES GENERATED INTERNATIONAL INTEREST AND ADMIRATION THROUGHOUT THE ROYAL
COURTS OF FRIENDLY COUNTRIES.

 


